As a way of making a contribution to this discussion and to think about what we can both build, and build upon, in Australia I want to begin by talking about the production of history in Australia. In doing so I will call on people, intellectuals and writers, whom I feel affiliated with, personally, creatively and politically. I am keenly interested in processes of cooperation and collaboration.
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This was a productive challenge for both indigenous people and settler/ immigrant communities. Minoru was the kind of person we desperately need, who offered a conciliatory challenge to those who have a narrow and at times exclusive notion of what it is to be Australian, to be an accepted member of the broader community or nation/state. So I will read a poem, 'A songline for Mino', a poem published in 'Cultural Studies Review.'
A red vein on a body of dark bitumen leads the way to the emptiness of the crematorium. but still I feel myself lost along a boundary weave of hard wire while drifting away with thoughts of you I stayed together with the light it resting with ease on my shoulder this warmth has come to meet me and it was Mino telling me to hold my sadness as within this quiet waited the moment of his journey home in the wooden boat you laid down sleeping quietly with your song resting eyelids, lips and heart, in the shroud of skin you built to ease your body from home to home to home when you left you carried with you the land of our loved children touching your soles of your feet lifting a flight of your soul we send you on your way with a new song your companion Its voice will circle back to usto where all we know we know more of now through the beauty of you Now, the History War is a phoney war. We should stop thinking about this as a legitimate discussion on the production of history or of colonialism's past. This discourse, from the populist right or neo-conservatives, was never meant to be a meaningful discussion of history in Australia, except to the extent that it would provide a polemic to assist particular ideological positions. If anything this has been a cultural war (although I would avoid constructing merely another brand name) conducted by right intelligentsia, some politicians, and by media such as Quadrant magazine. It has been a debate within which the discipline of history has become a strategic plaything for those who realise that there is much more at stake than any noble claims to truthseeking.
Although I fully recognise the value of the discipline of history and its place within academia, its ability to confront these polemicists in this dirty war is limited, in part, by its manners, or adherence to 'civility'. This debate is not about the sanctity of the footnote. It is a political struggle. Those who think it's about protecting disciplinary practices are missing a vital strategic point. Throughout the last decade or more conservatives in Australia have worked tirelessly to destroy the rights of indigenous people. I lay this squarely at the feet of the Prime Minister, John Howard, who has used and abused history in a variety of ways to ensure that his version of Australia's past is the one that feeds into ideas of what the Australian nation should consist of, and how it should construct its image of itself. (This is not rocket science; everyone here would The struggle for control of how Australia's past and Australia's memory is reconstructed was influenced centrally by the outcomes of the Bringing Them Home report. But, of course, due the very selective manner in which the past is remembered in Australia some histories are replayed again and again, while others fail to exist at all.
For instance, during the recent police violence that occurred in Redfern, leading to the death of Thomas Hickey, we did not hear much discussion of history in relationship to that issue, with the exception on a convenient reminder of a history of the 'dysfunctional nature' of Redfern's indigenous community. We did not hear too much discussion of a history of violence against indigenous people, both in Redfern and throughout Australia, from various Australian police forces for over 200 years.
Lyndall Ryan and Henry Reynolds are two historians who have had their work crudely attacked by the right. They're not equipped to win a war against these polemicists, because they're, in fact, too decent. They're good people, they believe in what they do.
They respect the discipline. They believe in the value of their discipline. This is the approach that they have adopted within the History War. I understand that. I respect that. But such a position is not going to equip them to take on people such as Keith Windschuttle and his supporters because they understand this battlefield very differently. They approach it very differently. They are not interested in the history profession's equivalent of the Geneva Convention.
A second issue here is the lack of engagement by anyone involved in this debate with
Transforming Cultures eJournal Vol. 1 No. 1 @ 2006 Tony Birch indigenous intellectuals, historians, academics and community leaders. We are spoken about, not to. Some of us would also like to confront the views of so called liberal historians who claim to speak on our behalf, but in fact construct narratives which are at times more offensive and poorly constructed than the work produced by historians on the right.
This may come as a surprise to people, but it shouldn't. The level of authority claimed by some historians to speak for and on behalf of others is indicative of the level of conceit displayed by some in the history profession. We do not need historians claiming the moral ground for indigenous people. We do not need them to take up a fight on our behalf. We do not need them at all unless they are willing to recognise the autonomy of our voice, unless they are willing to share their own platform with us, and, in addition, to listen, for a change, to what we are saying without having either to patronisingly explain our position to us or feign outrage and offence when we intellectually criticise their work.
I would like to move on now to an issue that impacts on all indigenous communities in Australia. We need to shift the burden of carrying the memory of colonial violence on behalf of the white community. I want to introduce this comment by paying respect to the influential work of the poet, Simon Ortiz, a Native American writer and scholar. I want to read a work of Simon's, a poem, and then talk briefly about the philosophical and intellectual value of his work. The poem begins with an annotation; 'Could you believe that we were once this nation's children?' We need to believe and remember this. So, Simon tells us 'you wouldn't believe we were this nation's children'. Toby tends his shadow in his shame and marginalisation. Toby tends to his own imprisonment; his self-inspection; a Foucauldian model of arranging and rearranging himself. Toby tends to the nightmare of colonisation's outcome. The poem is reminiscent of the status of indigenous people in Australia; people who have been marginalised to such an extent within the white nation state, that all its (the nation's) violence, all its bigotry, enacted and then denied (or forgotten), remains attached to indigenous people who suffer this trauma, internalise it and subsequently feel the shame of simply being who they are.
We live with this because the wider community refuses to take on its responsibilities; because governments in this country have been historically deficient -morally, legally and ethically.
Indigenous communities across Australia have become the memory bank of white Australia's violence by proxy. It is time for white Australia to take over that responsibility. Perhaps it is time to make an ethical withdrawal of responsibility. Such a need has become more acute in recent years, with the outcome of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Bringing Them Home report providing an opportunity for white Australia to take ownership of its colonial past in a more than selective manner.
Unfortunately the backlash against Bringing Them Home has been more substantive than any acceptance of, and responsibility for, the colonial violence that it has provided Lehman's is a rather short essay, but certainly not the most controversial or oppositional piece in the collection. Yet Quadrant made a decision to focus negative attention on Lehman in order to discredit him as he is an indigenous intellectual, whose credibility must be undermined in order that this ideological war be won. This is an orchestrated guerrilla campaign that we are dealing with. If people in the academy feel a need to engage in this battle then they should be prepared to fight with the same guerrilla tactics rather than claim the high moral ground. believe, a final attempt as both a writer and a person deeply committed to social justice to reach a wider community. I want to read just a very brief excerpt from the essay and then read an excerpt from the poem.
I was standing at the tram stop on the corner of Bourke and Swanston Streets near Melbourne Town Hall, a day after the riot in Woomera had occurred. Feeling alone, as I usually do in this place. They were talking, two white people, as if I and others were not there. It sounded as if they were giving a speech to a big crowd of well-wishers. With their deliberately loud voices, as emphatically as they could, they gave the impression that they wanted us to hear their conversation. Their scorn and disdain was so strong that I could feel it in my body. My neck resumed its usual pain, a sensation that comes to me when I'm feeling abandoned in the confusing world of disrespect and dismissal. I felt as they were talking to me, to remind me that I'm not wanted here, because I look like them and others, those who had come to take over. First were the Chinese, then the southern Europeans, then came the Jews and the Vietnamese. And now, worst of all, Arabs and He has been gone for more than a year now and has no intention of coming back. He also had said that there were many places he'd rather chance his life than in Australia, and many of those places were those that he had in suffered in. And I think that says a lot about someone's sense of having a place here. I feel that I let Mammad down. We (Australia) have let him down and I do not want such a thing to happen again.
We have 'to give a shit'. Ross Gibson and I have had an ongoing dialogue for some years now, and the last time we spoke it was about how do to devise a strategy that doesn't ignore important social and political issues without finding yourself ground down by in a regressive cycle of argument in something like 'The History Wars'. I do not want to ridicule the work of historians such as Lyndall Ryan or Henry Reynolds. I believe the attacks on them have been disgraceful. And I am sure they have been deeply affected. But I also think that we need to find a way where we don't get bogged down answering back to people who would prefer us to get bogged down with this.
While we are engaged this way we are not getting on and doing other projects more 
